news items in the same period, mostly from China's officially sanctioned web sites, with celebratory, but often misleading, headlines proclaiming a new era of freedom for peasants or the collapse of city walls. 10 The latest round of news stories on the forthcoming demise of the hukou appeared after Chinese domestic media carried a report by the Ministry of Public Security (MPS) on eliminating the classification division between agricultural and non-agricultural hukou at a meeting convened by a central committee on public order in late October 2005.
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On 2 November, China's official English newspaper China Daily reported this news under the title ''Rural dwellers to be granted urban rights,'' and hailed the move as a ''landmark initiative to abolish the division of 'rural residents' and 'urban residents''' in eleven provinces.
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Drawing on the Chinese state media (probably the China Daily piece), a chorus of international media printed the same story with what might be called ''interpretative extrapolation,'' and further stretched the thesis of hukou abolition. For example, a few hours after the China Daily report was released, Reuters dispatched the story entitled ''Rural migrants to get more rights in China'' in the International Herald Tribune. 13 The next day, The New York
Times repeated the message in an article headlined ''China to drop urbanitepeasant legal differences. '' 14 Another version of the story was posted on 10
November by the BBC under the heading, ''China rethinks peasant 'apartheid'.'' 15 The first ''outside press'' to cover this story appears to be Hong Kong's South China Morning Post on 27 October, with an eye-catching title ''Migrants win urban resident status; hukou system overhauled to narrow divide between rural, non-rural areas. '' 16 This flurry of announcements from reputable international media suggested that the new initiative was tantamount to the abolition of the notorious hukou system, with possible far-reaching consequences for Chinese society and, in particular, China's 100 million or more mingong (民工 rural migrant labour) and the remaining rural population. These news stories implied that the hukou system could, in fact, soon be irrelevant to studies of Chinese society. For instance, The New York Times wrote that ''the program would eliminate a cornerstone of the population control policies begun by Mao in the 1950s.'' The International Herald Tribune piece also hypothesized that ''the reforms would theoretically end the pattern of unfair treatment, including regular denial of payment to migrant workers, who have fueled much of the country's rapid economic development by providing the work force for its factories and its construction boom.'' The BBC reporter went much further, saying that ''the proposed abolition of the system … is expected to promote further growth by encouraging a new influx of labour from the poorer western regions.'' He further reasoned that ''more remarkable is the leadership's apparent determination to push ahead with the changes in the face of opposition from those in charge of security. '' 17 The media frenzy on this clearly heralded the arrival of a new age of equal rural and urban rights and free migration, a dream for hundreds of millions of Chinese peasants over the past half century. If these reports are to be taken seriously, China appears on track towards solving one of its knottiest and fundamental social, economic and political problems by simply decreeing the abolition of the hukou system. Indeed, this interpretation has begun to make it into the general, more serious China scholarship in the West.
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These descriptions stand in stark contrast to the analysis provided by scholars working on this topic. One of the present authors argued in 2004 that the abolition of the hukou system could come only if there was a fundamental shift in China's rural-urban relations, 19 and we do not believe that there has been any such shift in the past three years. Similarly, Fei-ling Wang's latest diagnosis of the hukou system also concludes that ''this omnipresent and powerful, albeit adapted and adjusted, system is alive and well. '' 20 In fact, just weeks before the New York Times story appeared, a US Congressional-Executive Commission on China published a report on the progress of China's hukou reforms and concluded that the reforms were doing very little to ameliorate the situation of rural-to-urban migrants and much more comprehensive reform was needed. Are the flurries of news reports simply a hoax, or another seemingly careless reading of China by inexperienced observers? Despite the scholarly naysayers, is there, in fact, a miracle in the making? These questions have prompted us to look into the topic of hukou reform more carefully. In the wake of the November report by the MPS, there was indeed a moment of hope in some quarters in the Chinese press, web articles and blogs. 22 However, as we looked beyond stories about the hukou system's imminent demise, we were baffled by many of the same old, mostly unfortunate, tales of peasant migrants' plights, and their unequal treatment under the hukou system. 23 We have found no substantive change in peasant migrants' struggle for equality and the right to the city in 2005, 2006 or 2007. 24 The most ironic piece we discovered -and perhaps the one most telling of the prognosis for the latest round of hukou reforms -was an announcement by Shenzhen, China's largest and most famous city of migrants, that called for tightening of admission of migrants' children to local public schools on the same day the New York Times' eye-catching story on abolition of the hukou hit the streets. 25 Arising from the media reports of late 2005, the primary concern of this article is the question: is China abolishing the hukou system? The answer is significant because such abolition would definitely be a major signpost on China's path to a modern open and equal society. Building on the rich scholarship by Cheng and Selden, Solinger, Chan and Zhang, Mallee, Yu, and Wang, 26 the next section will recap some essential nuts and bolts of hukou operations in the context of the latest reforms, and explicate the nuances of the hukou lexicon, especially in relation to reform of nongzhuanfei (农转非) -the core process for transferring rural to urban hukou in China for at least three decades. We then elucidate the recent changes to the hukou system, drawing on various pronouncements, reports and research articles systematically gathered from major databases and relevant web sites (including many reputable ones), 27 decipher their meanings and evaluate the significance of the new changes, including a look at the wellpublicized Shijiazhuang hukou reforms. We point out that there has been a significant misreading of recent hukou reforms, especially with regard to nongzhuanfei, in the Western press. The concluding section answers the central question of whether China is abolishing its hukou system. We also comment on the progress, if any, China has made in the last three to four years in this area, and highlight some of the difficulties outsiders face in accurately reading today's rapidly changing and increasingly complex, albeit more open, China.
The Hukou Dual Classification
Modelled after the Soviet propiska (internal passport) system and with roots also in imperial China, 28 the hukou system differs substantially from other systems of household registration commonly found, for example, in Japan or Taiwan. There, household registration primarily serves as little more than a statistical/ recording system. The Chinese hukou system, instead, is a state institution that regulates and restricts population mobility, and it was one of three key instruments used by the Chinese government to push crash industrialization in the Maoist era. 29 Today, it is one of the most important mechanisms determining entitlement to public welfare, urban services and, more broadly, full citizenship. In its application, it is the basis for the most serious form of institutional exclusion against mainly rural residents. To understand the significance of the latest reforms, one needs to carefully decipher the hukou lexicon to understand how it functions in regulating China's population mobility and its related components.
In mainland China, all PRC nationals' personal hukou was categorized, and still is for many, by two related parts: one by socio-economic eligibility and one by residential location.
Socio-economic eligibility: ''agricultural'' and ''non-agricultural'' hukou
The first classification of hukou registration is the hukou ''type'' (leibie 类别) or ''nature'' (xingzhi 性质), commonly referred to as ''agricultural'' (nongye 农业) and ''non-agricultural'' (fei nongye 非农业) hukou. ''commodity grain'') and other prerogatives. The hukou leibie originated from occupational divisions in the 1950s, but as the system evolved the distinction did not necessarily bear any relationship to the actual occupation of the holders. Prior to recent reforms, it was this distinction between agricultural and nonagricultural status that basically defined one's relationship with the state and eligibility for an array of state-provided socio-economic benefits (especially in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s). The designation of non-agricultural status entitled the bearer to state-provided housing, employment, grain rations, education and access to medical care as well as other social welfare benefits (a simple test of a person's hukou status in this period was whether he or she held the entitlement to state-supplied commodity grain). 31 The agricultural population was expected to be largely self-sufficient, receiving very limited, if any, state beneficence. Those with non-agricultural status, regardless of their physical location or whether they resided in a town, small city or large city, were automatically entitled to these benefits because they were distributed and funded by the central government, making non-agricultural status highly desired throughout the country. 32 Those with agricultural status had no legal means by which to obtain these resources either inside or outside their registered location. This mechanism served to curb migration outside the state plan. Moreover, transferring status from agricultural to non-agricultural was subject to strict regulation and control by the central government through nongzhuanfei (converting hukou from agricultural to nonagricultural, examined in the next section); the process was utilized largely as a tool for labour allocation within the centrally planned economy. 33 As examined below, nongzhuanfei, along with the agricultural and non-agricultural hukou distinction, has gradually been abolished in a number of locales. We refer to this process as the ''nongzhuanfei reform.''
Residential location: local and non-local hukou
In addition to the hukou leibie, all individuals are also categorized according to their place of hukou registration (hukou suozaidi 户口所在地). This is one's official or ''permanent'' residence. Under hukou regulation each citizen is required to register in one and only one place of permanent residence. In other words, in addition to the agricultural and non-agricultural classification, everyone is also distinguished by whether or not they have a local (bendi 本 地) hukou with respect to an administrative unit (such as a city, town or village). 34 The local regular hukou registration defines one's rights for many activities in a specific locality. Before the nongzhuanfei reform, the hukou leibie Since the two classifications mean different things, cities and towns have both non-agricultural and agricultural hukou population living in them and, conversely, agricultural hukou population may exist in the countryside and in the cities. Therefore, until recently, in any city there were four types of people, excluding foreign nationals, based on the above dual classifications of hukou. This distinction is important for understanding hukou reform, because changes to the system will have varying impacts on people based on their classification under this system. To clarify this point, we use Nanjing (as one ''local'' place) to provide an illustrative example of these four types of people: first, those holding local (Nanjing) and non-agricultural hukou (including most Nanjing ''urban residents,'' as they are commonly known); second, those holding local and agricultural hukou (most of whom live in Nanjing's outlying districts and counties 36 ); third, those holding non-local (non-Nanjing) and non-agricultural hukou (mostly migrants from other cities); and finally, those holding non-local and agricultural hukou (mostly migrants from the countryside outside Nanjing; a great majority of the mingong are in this category). With China's equally complicated and changing ''urban'' definitions and city designation criteria, the fine differences in the terminology -especially after translation -can easily be overlooked, leading to confusion and misunderstanding, particularly regarding the processes of urbanization and migration. 37 For an accurate reading of China's latest hukou and nongzhuanfei reforms, it is essential to differentiate these terms carefully and understand them accurately.
The System of Approving Hukou Migration and the Nongzhuanfei Reforms
In the realm of (rural-to-urban) migration, it is imperative to differentiate hukou and non-hukou migrants based on whether or not local hukou is conferred by the receiving city or town as a result of the move. There are broadly two categories of migration: that entailing a formal transfer of local residency (hukou migration); and that with no hukou change and thus no formal right of residency in the destination (non-hukou migration). In China, only hukou migration is officially considered as qianyi (迁移 migration). Anything else is merely renkou liudong (人口流动 population movement or ''floating''), implying a low degree of expected permanence. The non-hukou migrants are considered transients who are not supposed (and are legally not entitled) to stay at the destination permanently, and therefore they are often termed ''temporary'' migrants, although many have been at their destination for years. They are also outside state welfare obligations at the destination. Hukou migrants, on the other hand, are provided with state resources and fall into the ''planned'' migration (jihua qianyi 计划迁移) category. 38 For the last 25 years or so, the majority of the floating population are people with agricultural hukou going into cities, falling into the final category described in the previous section.
Before the nongzhuanfei reform in the late 1990s
Prior to the late 1990s, any officially permanent migration required approval from the state to convert hukou status from agricultural to non-agricultural and to change the place of hukou registration (from a village to a particular town or city). That is, any rural-to-urban migration involving permanent hukou change required both a conversion in entitlement status -the nongzhuanfei process -and a geographical change in residential place 39 (see Table 1 ). In applying to change the place of regular hukou registration, applicants needed to present appropriate documentation to the public security authorities to obtain a ''migration permit,'' which entitled them to a hukou at the new location. The migration permit was based on successfully completing the nongzhuanfei. In other words, nongzhuanfei was a critical, necessary step in rural-to-urban hukou migration. The qualifications for nongzhuanfei were stipulated by the central government and were designed to serve the needs of the state. In the past (especially in the 1970s and 1980s), nongzhuanfei was conferred mainly on: those recruited as permanent employees by a state-owned enterprise (zhaogong 招工); those displaced due to state-initiated land expropriation (zhengdi 征地); those recruited for enrolment in an institution of higher education (zhaosheng 招生); those promoted to administrative positions (zhaogan 招干); those relocated because of exceptional family circumstances (such as moving to a city to live with and look after a sick parent); those who joined the army (canjun 参军) and got demobilized to cities; and those deemed to belong to special categories (either recipients of compensation for past policy mistakes or people who had endured personal sacrifices and hardships because of their work for the state).
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In a few instances, non-agricultural hukou has been rewarded for acts of extra bravery and outstanding work behaviour in the factory. Conversely, people who committed certain crimes were stripped of non-agricultural hukou status. 41 For each locale, the annual quota of nongzhuanfei was controlled by the central government at 0.15 to 0.2 per cent of the non-agricultural population. In understanding the recent changes to this process, it is important to note that it was the central government which not only regulated and approved the annual nongzhuanfei quota for the nation and for each locale, but also bore the main fiscal responsibility for the non-agricultural hukou population and all increases.
The nongzhuanfei reform
Beginning in the early 1980s, China has gradually implemented various programmes to devolve fiscal and administrative powers to lower-level governments. This trend has included changes to management of the hukou system. Local governments have had more control in deciding the levels of both hukou and non-hukou migration to their respective administrative jurisdictions, especially since the late 1980s. This can be seen in 1992 and 1998 MPS directives (approved by the State Council) permitting city authorities, among many other things, to grant (permanent or quasi-permanent) local hukou to investors and to others, mainly professionals, who had a stable job and place of residence in the city. 42 In fact, many local governments took advantage of the new power by 40 After the nongzhuanfei reform
Step 1: nongzhuanfei (from ''agricultural'' to ''non-agricultural'' hukou)
Central government
Critical Not needed
Step 2: obtaining local hukou (from non-local to local)
Local government Usually followed nongzhuanfei approval Critical ''selling'' local hukou as a way of raising revenue, sometimes to the dismay of the central government.
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Market-oriented reforms in the 1980s, along with much greater geographical mobility of the population, put a lot of pressure on the traditional hukou system and its management. At the same time, there was mounting criticism of the many problems created by the system from both inside and outside China. 44 The central government finally began to pay more attention to those problems in the early 1990s. 45 In 1992 a working group involving officials from several ministries and commissions was set up under the State Council. In June 1993 the working group circulated a draft proposal of reforms suggesting, among many other things, an abolition of nongzhuanfei and simplification of dual classification into a single system based on permanent residence-location, simultaneously increasing local management of the hukou system. 46 This new scheme proposed to categorize an individual's hukou through three main administrative distinctions: permanent hukou (changzhu hukou 常住户口), temporary hukou (zanzhu hukou 暂住户口) and visitor hukou (jizhu hukou 寄住户口). The plan also recommended giving local government complete control in determining a quota for the annual intake of permanent migrants. Although this proposal has never been formally endorsed by the State Council, 47 many of the points have been used as guidelines for new hukou policies nationally and in selected locales. Measures put into effect include easing hukou transfers to small towns (in 1997 and 2001); permitting transfers for family cases that involve either children or elderly parents, whose parents or children, respectively, are already urban citizens (in 1998); and offering local hukou status to those who have money (investors and home buyers) or occupational skills fitting the requirements stipulated by local governments. 48 The localization of hukou management and classification was also gradually put into practice. In the 1990s, for example, an array of permanent or semipermanent local hukou under various names (including the ''blue-stamp'' hukou, 43 including publications of the 2000 Census. The proposed abolition of nongzhuanfei was also experimented with in a few places in the late 1990s. Most prominently, numerous news releases in the early 2000s reported that a few provincial administrative units, such as Guangdong, Zhejiang, Guangxi, Shanghai, Hebei, Henan and Jiangsu, had announced that they were beginning to eliminate nongzhuanfei quotas in regulating the urban hukou in some cities and all towns. This new measure meant that these provinces would abolish the ''agricultural'' and ''non-agricultural'' hukou distinction within individual jurisdictions, mostly towns and county-level cities. obtaining the ''migration permit'' necessary for completing the nongzhuanfei in the past, as pointed out above. Under the new initiative, the issuance of local hukou based on ''entry conditions'' (zhunru tiaojian 准入条件) stipulated by individual governments (cities and towns) would become the only mechanism for regulating hukou migration. In short, what used to be a two-step process was simplified to a one-step procedure, as shown in Table 1 , and a number of localities in the provinces mentioned above planned to phase out nongzhuanfei. So, then, what was the substance of the MPS statement of 25 October 2005? The statement was basically a progress report of nongzhuanfei reforms over the preceding years, not a new policy change. In his account, Deputy Minister of Public Security, Li Jinguo, stated that eleven provinces (including Shangdong, Liaonign and Fujian) had begun or would soon begin to implement a unified urban-rural household registration system (chengxiang tongyi hukou dengji zhidu 城乡统一户口登记制度), removing administrative distinctions between agricultural and non-agricultural households. 56 The hukou unification he referred to was or would be done within individual administrative jurisdictions. The report was consistent with what had been going on in the country since the late 1990s.
There was nothing truly monumental in the MPS statement, as is explained in the next section. Interestingly, though, it was this report that fuelled the excitement of the international press and sparked the rush of media pronouncements over the imminent death of the hukou in the following weeks.
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The Significance of the Abolition of Nongzhuanfei
There are two major aspects to the latest ongoing nongzhuanfei reform initiative that has been under way since the late 1990s. The first is the localization of hukou management, particularly pertaining to the criteria for admitting ''outsiders'' to the local hukou population category in cities. The second deals with eliminating the agricultural and non-agricultural hukou classification among the local hukou population.
Localization of hukou management
Many local governments (cities and towns) have now received full power and discretion to set their own admission criteria and the number of new permanent hukou each unit will accept each year; there is no longer a quota imposed by the central government. As shown earlier, this practice has been gradually 56 ''Eleven provinces to begin unified urban-rural hukou, Beijing tentatively excluded.'' Li also announced that the leading committee for hukou reform in tandem with the Ministry of Public Security was continuing to examine methods to lower migration restrictions to large and medium cities. implemented in many local urban centres since the late 1990s. The 2005 MPS statement is a report and reiteration of that practice. As our main concern is with equal rights for migrants from the countryside, the key question is whether or not the new, locally-decided, entry conditions have any relevance for rural migrant labourers working in various cities, whose typical profile is an ordinary peasant aged 15 to 34, with a junior-middle school education and an agricultural hukou.
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From a sample of large cities, the destinations of tens of millions of peasant migrants and about which we have reasonably good information (Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shenzhen and Nanjing), city governments grant local permanent hukou mostly to those who are very rich (millionaires, for example, able to purchase a top-end apartment in the market or make large investments to open a company) or highly educated (usually with a degree or professional qualification), and to those who are immediate family members (usually spouses and children) of existing urban residents. 59 To illustrate, in its 2005 regulations for obtaining the city's permanent hukou, Shenzhen stipulates that the following three groups of people living in the city are eligible to apply for a local hukou: professionals and those with university degrees; major investors; and those eligible for migration to cities under national special policies (such as members of ''split'' families where their families hold local hukou and reside in Shenzhen, and demobilized servicemen).
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The third category does not usually apply to ordinary peasant migrants, and the requirements of the other two categories are clearly beyond their reach, with the exception of a very few. Therefore, the answer to our key question is no: the locally set entry requirements in these cities have no relevance to the great majority of rural peasant migrants. As pointed out above, in the past, nongzhuanfei was conferred, albeit extremely selectively, to those whose circumstances fit the criteria for zhaogong, zhengdi, zhaosheng, zhaogan or canjun; or those with exceptional family conditions; and those in special categories. Ordinary peasants had a very slim chance of admission, chiefly via zhaogong, as compensation for land expropriated by the state, or for having made a ''contribution'' to or ''sacrifice'' for the country by working in a hazardous job (such as in a state-owned mine for several years). 61 The present new practice, however, is almost totally geared towards the super rich and the highly educated and is irrelevant to the ordinary peasant. In other words, the change from a centralized nongzhuanfei mechanism to locally decided entry conditions has very little effect on rural migrant labour in these cities. 62 It will definitely not end the pattern of differential treatment of peasant migrants at large. Nor is the new practice designed to promote the growth of the coastal region by encouraging a new influx of labour from the inland regions, as the BBC story suggested. Localization means practice can vary from place to place. As expected, many large cities where there are more government-provided benefits (including better public schools) tend to put up the most stringent entry conditions, whereas small towns with far fewer or almost no social benefits have the lowest threshold of entry. 63 A very small gain rural migrants may have under this round of initiatives is the possibility of obtaining a hukou in a small urban centre (mostly towns but also some county-level cities). This has been made substantially easier since the late 1990s. But small urban centres are not where most peasant migrants want to go, because of the relative lack of job opportunities and social welfare and amenities in comparison with major urban centres. 64 Moreover, those accepting a hukou in small towns are required to give up their entitlement to land in their home village, a potentially huge financial loss in some areas. 65 Despite the apparent ease of migrating to small urban centres under the initiative in 1997, the official account indicates that until 2002, just 1.39 million new hukou were granted in these small towns and cities nationwide. 66 
Elimination of agricultural and non-agricultural distinctions
The second aspect of the new initiative calls for the elimination of the agricultural and non-agricultural hukou classification. Most outside journalists have interpreted this to mean that all agricultural and non-agricultural populations in the country will be treated the same. Obviously, this is not the case and cannot be the case given the enormous resource and fiscal implications, as some analysts have pointed out. 67 The nuance missed by the journalists is that this ''equalization'' occurs only within some selective locales (usually cities) and not across locales, or nationwide. In the selected cities or city districts in which this initiative is being implemented, agricultural and non-agricultural hukou are being ''unified'' into one single category called jumin hukou (居民户口 resident household registration) without the past agricultural and non-agricultural distinction. 68 All those holding the jumin hukou in a particular place supposedly have the same rights and status. 69 Thus, those to be incorporated into this unified category include, chiefly, people with local hukou living in outlying areas that were already under the jurisdiction of the pertinent city. The units chosen for this initiative usually have an agricultural hukou population that is already ''urbanized'': most of them are no longer engaged in any farm production. If there are still some agriculturalists, they are a very small percentage of the locally registered population. An example of this is the Shijingshan district of Beijing, an industrial outlying district where the agricultural hukou population constituted only 4.6 per cent of the total before the change. 70 Another example is the Guangzhou outlying districts where most of the agricultural hukou holders no longer work on the farm as their main job. This was already quite common in the Pearl River Delta in the late 1990s. 71 More importantly, these are primarily units already urbanized or rapidly urbanizing, and the remaining land originally owned by the collectives of the agricultural hukou population is needed for urban and industrial construction; the hukou conversion to city resident status is often, in effect, a partial compensational arrangement to expropriate the remainder of peasants' land. 72 In fact, in recent years, there have been hundreds of complaints and even protests by peasants who are dissatisfied with the compensation and settlements of land expropriation by local governments because the compensation for the requisitioned land was far below market value. 73 Many people in those areas would actually prefer to keep their agricultural hukou status so they can continue to draw financial benefits from their land (such as from rental housing) and other rural ''benefits'' (such as the extra birth allowance for rural population under the current family planning policy, and the annual ''dividends'' derived from their ''collective'' enterprises in their home areas), while simultaneously enjoying many advantages of urban life because of their proximity to the city. Indeed, in many so-called ''villages'' (places administratively classified as villages, but highly urbanized, including some in the middle of the cities) in the Pearl River Delta, the agricultural hukou population has enjoyed living standards similar to those holding non-agricultural hukou in neighbouring towns owing to the financial benefits derived from the use of land. 74 This agricultural/non-agricultural equalization is also being experimented with locally in the dibao (低保 minimum living subsidy) programmes in some coastal cities, such as Xiamen and Nanjing, 75 which, like most other large cities, also administer a number of semi-urban or urbanizing ''districts'' or counties. Because land was requisitioned by the state, many of the original peasants have also lost their means of livelihood and social security based on land. Though still at an early stage, in 2006 some county-level units in Guangdong (such as Shunde, Huazhou and Dianbai) were considering equalizing some social welfare benefits (such as those for veterans) for both their local agricultural and their non-agricultural populations. 76 But again, there is little doubt that these changes apply only to those who already hold local hukou in the jurisdiction, and not those from outside the jurisdiction. In all the cases we know of, the equalization of rural and urban services does not mean anything to the migrant population who do not hold a local hukou at the destination. Thus, it is clear that this initiative does absolutely nothing to change the standards of public welfare for the ''agricultural'' population at large. Nationally, the rural and urban dibao systems, for example, remain two disparate systems having still vastly different standards. 77 To recap, the main effects of the recent abolition of the nongzhuanfei are twofold. First, the authority for deciding the size of local hukou population and admission requirements has been moved from the central government to the local governments. Second, a number of cities have implemented a scheme to eliminate the distinction between agricultural and non-agricultural hukou within each individual city (including some or all of its outlying county-level units). The equalization applies only to those already holding a local hukou and is not simply a newly added benefit for the former local agricultural population at the urban fringes. In most cases, those people are included in the city's social welfare system in exchange for their loss of land permanently, an asset which usually can derive far greater present and future financial benefits in the urbanizing region.
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Some critics have considered this ''equalization'' an indirect pillaging of peasants' property.
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It can be seen that under the first effect of abolition, the locally determined entry requirements in many large cities are set so prohibitively high that the change will have absolutely no relevance for the great majority of rural migrant workers. The second effect does not apply to these people either because they do not have a local hukou at their migration destination. In other words, the new initiative does nothing to close the gulf between the rural and the urban population at the broad national/regional level; it does not apply beyond the level of a particular urban locality where all those affected already reside.
Signs of Progress?
Before concluding this article, we would like to examine briefly several recent events that highlight the pace of progress in reforming the hukou system in broad terms, especially regarding the rights and welfare of rural migrant labour. In 2003 in Guangzhou, Sun Zhigang, a college student migrant from Wuhan, died as a result of police brutality triggered by his failure to carry a temporary resident ID as he did not have a local (Guangzhou) hukou.
80 This case illustrates clearly the continued vulnerability of even the well-educated ''undocumented'' migrants and prompted widespread outrage in the media. The silver lining in this tragedy was an almost immediate change in the relevant Chinese law, to curb the police's abusive power (detention and fines for those failing to produce a valid ID) and better protect migrants. Further study is needed to discover whether this legal change has had any real impact on protecting migrants from police abuse. Later that year Premier Wen Jiabao initiated by accident a national campaign to help migrant workers get back their wage arrears -a serious problem for many migrant workers throughout the country -when he provided assistance to one peasant family in recovering the (migrant) breadwinner's wage arrears during an impromptu detour to a village in his visit to Chongqing. 81 This campaign has been ongoing since then, indicating the tenacity of the problem. In education for migrant children, a major policy document issued by the State Council in May 2001 stipulated that local governments take up the responsibility of providing nine-year compulsory education for migrants' children through the public school system. 83 It appears that there has been progress in a few cities like Beijing. According to one report, in 2006, 62 per cent of the city's 370,000 migrant children were enrolled in public schools and 25 per cent in unauthorized migrants' schools. 84 But many serious problems remain: migrant children often have to pay a school fee several times that of local residents, and a significant proportion of them are in sub-standard schools or not in school at all. 85 In fact, few local governments have actually implemented this policy of accommodating migrant children in public schools, at least by the end of 2006. 86 A graphic example is the destructive force used in the closing of an ''illegal'' school for migrants' children in Shanghai in January 2007. Police stormed and bulldozed the compound, which had provided education for some 2,000 students who did not have the city's hukou.
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There is a similarly mixed picture in some other aspects. In the early 2000s, several provinces and cities such as Guangdong, Beijing, Shanghai and Xiamen started to set up limited social security schemes to cover rural migrant labour. In a large survey by the National Bureau of Statistics in 2006, about one-third of rural migrant labour had some injury accident insurance cover. 88 In general, the participation rate in these schemes is low, and coverage is still very partial, far less than similar schemes for urban workers. 89 About 14 million out of more than 100 million rural migrant workers had also joined some form of pension scheme by the end of 2005. 90 There are, however, serious questions about the usefulness, or even ethics, of selling pension schemes to migrants because all the schemes require significant contribution by the workers and are not portable:
subscribers must have worked in one fixed locality for 15 years before being eligible for any pension. 91 Because there is high turnover in migrant employment, one seriously wonders how many migrants will ever meet the requirements to collect benefits in their later years. The directive asks local governments, among other things, to make entry conditions easier for mingong (rural migrant workers) to settle in towns and cities, including giving priority to ''model workers'' and highly skilled workers in the rural migrant labour pool. On the other hand, the document also acknowledges that mingong is a phenomenon set to last in Chinese cities, further suggesting that the hukou system which created this special social group in the first place will be very likely to remain in place for many more years, if not decades. Nevertheless, the generally pro-mingong rhetoric of the document is a welcome move in setting a more positive tone for creating a better work and living environment for migrant labour. Given the almost complete localization of hukou management in cities today, however, how many of these ''good intentions'' will get implemented remains to be seen. More recently, in June 2007 the National People's Congress passed a law that called for a host of protections for workers (including a greater role for the statesponsored union to negotiate wages and a guarantee of written contracts) which has the potential to increase workers' ability to obtain long-term, stable employment. The law, set to take effect in 2008, was allegedly passed in response to growing unrest among China's migrant labour force amid countless cases of unpaid wages and unsafe working conditions. 94 The law also requires that employers treat migrant workers as they do other employees. Its effectiveness, of course, will be dependent on its enforcement, a matter largely in the hands of local officials. 95 Mostly symbolic at this point, three rural migrant workers were, for the first time, elected deputies to the National People's Congress in February 2008. 96 As mentioned above, there is also great variation in the pace of hukou reform at the local level. Shijiazhuang, the capital of Hebei, adopted in 2001 what is touted in the Chinese national media front pages as the most sweeping hukou reforms of all large cities, with the potential to be a model for other cities in the future. 97 The city's new initiative stipulated lower entry conditions than those used by the sample of large cities surveyed above. In addition to the usual categories (a total of eight) of the rich, the highly educated and family members of the city's residents, the most progressive feature of the Shijiazhuang reform was its addition of one category of ''workers'' (wugongzhe 务工者) who would now be eligible for local hukou. 98 Reporting this news, the national China Youth
Daily hailed it as a ''complete demolition of the huji fences'' in the city and reasoned that the 300,000 migrant workers would benefit greatly. 99 On closer examination, however, the category of ''workers'' was restricted to the hetongzhi gongren (合同制工人 workers with a contract, usually in a stateowned unit) who had already worked for at least two years in the city. There are no systematic and consistent data to assess how many mingong actually were admitted under this programme. Existing material suggests that the number was quite large (between 11,000 and 70,000) in the first year, 100 which was quite impressive by the standards of other large cities. However, the impact was limited for the masses of rural migrant workers. A closer look at the programme indicates that the great majority of those who benefited in the two years were local population with agricultural hukou. 101 This is very similar to what has happened in some other locales, as analysed in the previous section.
After the first year of reforms, the city gradually closed the door to this category of entrants, and the proportion of low-skilled migrant labourers in the total intake dropped precipitously. 102 In the autumn of 2003, the city's public security bureau decided to limit the intake of low-skilled migrant labour further by issuing a revised directive with higher residence and housing requirements.
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Only 670 migrant labourers were admitted in the year following this new directive. 104 Here, as in other cities which have carried out similar reforms, there is significant leeway in manipulating the directives to suit local needs, and prospective low-skilled migrant candidates often cannot prove the required continuous employment (two years in Shijiazhuang) and housing/residency because of the high turnover of their temporary or semi-legal employment and changing abodes in the city. It is quite clear from this brief survey that even the most ''revolutionary model'' of Shijiazhuang did not truly aim at ''completely demolishing the huji fences,'' as the China Youth Daily would have us believe. In our preliminary analysis, the Shijiazhuang hukou reforms have some significance by including ''labour migrants'' in its admission categories, but the scope remains very limited. In practice, the city's new initiative was not very different from those in other major cities: they were mainly set up to lure the rich, professional, educated classes, and to settle hukou problems for family members of existing city residents and the local agricultural population whose land had been expropriated, but not to open the hukou doors to low-skilled rural migrants.
Even if there was a slight opening to rural migrants in Shijiazhuang, recent signs elsewhere and nationwide seem to point in the opposite direction. As a case in point, in the early autumn of 2006, in a preparation plan for the 2008 Olympic Games, one Beijing official openly floated the idea of repatriating the millions of migrant workers in Beijing to their home towns during the Games in order to achieve a manageable population. 105 This in spite of the fact that migrant construction workers have literally built all the facilities for the Games in the city. In other cases, such as Zhengzhou, an industrial centre in Henan province, reforms were implemented and then quickly withdrawn. The city opened its doors in 2001 and a bit more in 2003, only to have the worst fears of urban protectionists promptly realized as city expenditure for public schools, roads, housing and transport skyrocketed in addition to increased reports of crime. The new programme was dropped in 2004.
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These scattered cases highlight various efforts across the country and at the national level to address the most flagrant abuses associated with the existing hukou system which, left unreformed, could seriously jeopardize the lives or livelihoods of migrant labour and disrupt ''social harmony.'' These cases may illustrate the contradictions of the new localized hukou management system that can -and often does -counteract the central government's goals and well-intentioned rhetoric (such as alleviating extreme inequality and streamlining a national labour market). 107 Local officials, to whom power in hukou management has been given, are more eager to employ reform measures as tools to attract the ''best and the brightest'' and the wealthy to the city, to exploit the cheapest labour possible, and to expropriate peasants' land to enrich local governments' coffers and some personal wallets. 108 However, there are reasons to believe that even for the national government, maintaining a competitive edge in labour costs is crucial to China's positioning as the ''world's factory'' in the global economy. Hukou is obviously central to the current system of sustaining super-low-cost Chinese labour in the international market. 109 Seen in this light, for hukou abolition with any substance, the road ahead is a very long and bumpy one.
Conclusion
The primary concern of this article has been to examine whether China has taken significant steps to abolish the hukou system in the last few years. To answer this question, we sought to clarify the basic operations of the hukou system in China historically and in light of recent reforms. Specifically, we have examined the two-tiered classification system traditionally employed in the hukou system, the nongzhuanfei process and its reforms, and the complexity of the hukou lexicon. We conclude that China is moving to phase out the nongzhuanfei, at least in a few places in selective provinces, but it is not abolishing the hukou system as we know it. Despite a good deal of rhetoric in the press about the recent reforms, the reality is that these initiatives have had only very marginal impact on weakening the foundation of the system. The hukou system, directly and indirectly, continues to be a major wall in preventing China's rural population from settling in the city and in maintaining the ruralurban ''apartheid.'' Wang's evaluation of the system in 2004 as ''adapted and adjusted'' but ''alive and well'' remains true four years later. 110 The Chinese saying ''the thunder is loud, but the raindrops are tiny'' (leisheng da, yudian xiao) aptly describes what has happened in this round of hukou reforms. The current hukou system, particularly as it pertains to rural-to-urban migrants, is still very relevant in present Chinese society. While nongzhuanfei used to be the core part of the rural-to-urban hukou transfer, this is no longer the case in the current, localized hukou management system. The abolition of nongzhuanfei -dropping the agricultural/nonagricultural division of the population within some cities -as cited in the 2005 MPS report, however, does not equate with the abolition of the hukou system or the removal of restrictions on China's internal migration. In fact, nongzhuanfei is now replaced by locally determined ''entry conditions'' which are geared to attracting the wealthy or the highly-educated, and which are hardly relevant to the great majority of the rural migrant workers. It is true that restrictions for permanent migration have been reduced, but they are relevant only for the rich, the educated and family members of existing urban residents. The reading of the nongzhuanfei abolition as a new nationwide policy to allow peasant migrants from, say, a village in Sichuan to get urban status in Guangzhou is completely erroneous. At the general level, this hukou reform initiative does little, if anything, to break down China's significant rural-urban divide, and the walls between rural and urban social space remain powerful. In the past, the ruralurban divide was defined with reference to the ''agricultural'' and ''nonagricultural'' hukou determined by the state (controlled by the central government). At present, the divide remains: it is based on differentiating between the ''locals'' and the ''outsiders'' (migrants from the countryside). This has come as a result of fiscal discentralization and localization of population management and hukou regulation.
Even though in the big picture, the hukou system is not being abolished, there have been some cases of ''granting rural residents urban rights,'' as claimed by the Chinese press. We have found that this is happening in a few places as a pilot scheme, but on a very limited scale that applies exclusively only to those who already have local hukou in those locales -usually local peasants whose land has been involuntarily repossessed by the state. Rural migrants from other locales remain ''outsiders'' and are not affected by this change. Even for the small number of local agricultural hukou holders who are now undergoing the conversion to urban hukou, it is very doubtful that this change represents a real gain to them at all. Judging from the numerous petitions and protests peasants made against land expropriation, one would tend to conclude that this change is not a very good one.
Why then, did the outside (and especially Western) media leap to the farfetched extrapolation that the hukou system was being abolished? We found that in this particular case, at the ''technical'' level, many journalists were not aware of the complexity of hukou operations. They did not know of the replacement of the nongzhuanfei by equally effective control through local entry conditions. They also assumed that the abolition of ''agricultural'' and ''non-agricultural'' classification meant the elimination of the ''rural'' and ''urban'' division in the Chinese hukou nationwide when in fact this process was being applied only within selective individual administrative units. As analysis in this article shows, the operational rules and nuances of the language of China's hukou system and reforms are quite complex and can be easily confused, especially in translation.
At a more fundamental level, some observers may have focused more on the changes from the Maoist era in China than on the continuities. Under Mao, China was frequently described as hiding behind a ''bamboo curtain.''
